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lohn Rickford, Martin Luther Klng rr. cc,rcttritrr r)rtsrcssor ancl crirct.tttrof the program in African ,"a iii i-"ii",r,i sr"ii",i",ir"ii7,4ord, ,,one of the foremost experts in tJte nittiii ora inunlop*uni"Ji'efrir,,,,,Ameilcan English. His tesearch o" liig"age variation and rrs Jrrft,sto ethnicity and sociar crass ha"s i"ftiiiT"a cuftent theories about trtt:formation and developlnent of efiic,an Amedcan v"rnorilii Engrish(AAVE) Rickford often interweor^ ii, i"aolrriiip-*ili""Z*,-urityconcern* This essav, originalry pubrisherl in the oec'emii llo6/ irru" n1Discover magazine, is one of 
"siverar iiiii opplv*s i i;s"irii" rrnd"r-standing of AAVE ro rssues i" ar"riiin ed-ucation. Rickford firstreviews the public outrage over Eboni", lolloiii[- ,rrrriJ' ,f ,n"oakland school Board Reiolution.i; ;i;r uses linguistic anarysis tctrefttte the accusation that.Ebo;., i, ,lr4g t y 

"ipiiiii"i",i"ioi"iid""r,o:1,hoy thev differ from slang, o"a nii'iionics exhibits ail the system-atic, rttle-governed characteristics of a dialect.

Tb |ames Baldwin, writi,g in 1979, itwas "this passion, this skill, . . . thisincredible music'" Toni Morrison, two years rater, was impressed by its"five-present tenses," and felt ttri "rn" -orst of all possible things thatcould happen would be to lose that language.,, what these AfricanAmerican novelists were talking about was Ebonics, the vernacular orinformal speech of many African Americans, which rocket.d to publicattention after the Oakland School Board approved , ,"roi.rrio, i'December 1996 recognizing it as the primary language of Afri"r,American students.
The reaction of rnost people across the country_in the media, atholiday gatherings, and on electronic bulletin boards-was overwherm-ingly negative. In the flash-flood of email on America online, Ebonicswas vatiously described as 

-,,lazy 
Eng1ish,,, ,,bastarclized Errffi,;, ,,poo,

gram,oar," and,,fractured slang.,, Oakland,s clccision t-o--raaogrrlr"Ebonics a.d use it to facilitate tastery of strr_,ar.i r"gfilh-[E1 Ar"elicited superlatives of negativity: ,,ridiculous, luclic1lus,,, ,VERy, VERysruPID," "a terrTbre mistake.,, Linguists_the scic'tists *ho trr.frllystudy the sounds, words, and gramm"ars of ranguagcs and dialects-were
less rhapsodic about Ebonics than the rrorr"lirt.r, brrt rnuch more positive
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llt;ttt lttu:rl ol lltt'rrrrtli,i rtlt,l llit 1',t'ttt't'll 1'trrl'lrr" At tlrt'ir f;rrrtl;tty l()()/
,rrrrru;rl lt(.(.llll',/ ttt,'tttl,,'trr ,,1 llt, lrttlitttsltt' Sot it'ty ol AlrtCriClf ILSAI
11:l1l1l()1:ily ;tppt,rVr,,l ;l tr ';rrlttlr,,tt tlt'st:f ihitlg llllorliCs its "systcruatiC

,rrrtl lrrlt lyrvcrrrctl lil<r.,rll tr.tlut,tl spt'cch VArictic:S,":rnd referring tO the
( )rrl<lrrrrrl rcsolution rrs "lrrriirrrslrc,rlly and pcdagogically sound." In order

t() un(lcrstitncl how lingtrrsts cotrltl have had such a different take on the

lrlronics issue, we ncccl t9 understand how linguists study language and

what their studies of Ebonics over the past thirty years have led them to

;r!{rcc on {and what it has not).
Although linguists approach the study of language from different

pcrspectives-some are keener on language change, for instance, while
others are more interested in language as a formal system/ in what lan-

guage tells us about human cognition, or how langr,rage reflects social

tlivisions-we agree on a number of general principles. One of these is

that linguistics is descriptive rather than prescriptive, our goal being to

clescribe how language works rather than to prescribe how people should

or shouldn,t speak. A second principle is that all languages have dialects -
regional or social varieties which develop when people are separated

by geographical or social barriers and their languages change along

tlifferent lines, as they develop their own pronunciations, for instance, oI

their own ways of referring to things. When linguists speak of "dialects"
they don't do so in the pejorative way that many non-linguists do' A
dialect is just a variety of a language; evellone speaks at least one. A
third principle, vital for understanding linguists' reactions to the Ebonics

"orrt.or"rty, 
is that all languages and dialects are systematic and rule-

governed. To some extent, this is a theoretical assumption-for if indi-

vld1rals made up their own sounds and words and did NoT follow a

common set of rules for putting them together to expless meaning, they

would be unable to communicate with each other, and children would

have a hard time acquiring the "language" of their community' But it is
also an empirical finding. Every human language and dialect which we

have studied to date-and we have studied thousands-has been found

to be fundamentally regular, although its rules may differ {rom those of

other varieties.
Now is Ebonics iust "slang," as so many people have chatacterrzed

it? Well, no, because slang refers,ust to the vocabulary ol a language or

dialect, and even so, just to the small set of new and (usually) short-lived

words llke chillin ("relaxing") or homey ("close friend") which are uscd

primarily by young people in inforrnal contexts. Ebonics includes non-

slang words like cshy {referring to the appearance o{ dry skin, especially

in winter) which have been arqun{ for a while, and are used by people of

all age groups. Ebonics also inclurlcs distinctive patterns o{'pronuncia-

tion and grammar, the elemelrts 9[ lalguage on which linguists tend to

concentrate because they are more systematic and deep-rooted'

But is Ebonics a differcnt lrilrguage from English or a different

dialect of English? Linguists tcrrtl to sidestep questions like these,



llolilll{' llH tl!t' lut')7 l,(A fernhltlon lll(1, rllrrr rlrr,rrrrnwt,r.rr,lr.rr rh,,t.irrl(), s(,('t.1,:t1.,(,;tli,l(l ;rtrlilir,tlr,rr,,t,l, t.tlt.,:, r.ttlrt,r llr,,t,rr Irrtli't:,ltt..Dcs' lJ,t i':ir;ilr( ('/ s[.1i1'11 ( ,lrr.rlr'.ir ,rtrrr M,tttrl;tr, .r(, ,,rrr;rilv,.i,tclligihlc, llrr(,t lrt.y;,(,r:tr.lll\,r,.11,rr,1,.,1 ,r:i,,tlr;rlr.r.lr,,,,, i,;;;;;,:;"becausc thcir spcakcrs Us(,tlt,,n,r'ilt,.rriltiltll:jvsl(.1tt ltIl(l s(,(, lll(,nlselves as part of a c<lnrtltolt (llrrrt'st'lr;rrlrrr.n, lly t.orrtr;rst, ;rlt6,rglrNorwegian and swedis'. sharc rrrrrrry wrrtrs ;rrrrr rr,,,ir s1.,.:akcrs c;rlgenerally understand each otrrcr, tl-rcy irrc rrsuirily rcgnrcrccl as rrirfcrcrtlanguages because they are the autonorn.us varictics of criffcrcnt p.rit_ical entities (Norwav, sweden). Despite,hir, ,rur, G;il;;ight agrccthat Ebonics is more of a-diaiect o? Engltsh thr" ;ril;J*^ir,r*rrg",insofar as it shares most o{ its vocabulai ,rrd many other features withother informal varieties of American lrghsh, ,rra irrrofn, n, 1,, ,p.rt .r,can understand and be understood by sp"eakers of most other AmericanEnglish dialects.
At the same time, Ebonics is one of the most distinctive varieties ofAmerican English, differing from standard Engrish riil-;;;oucatedstandard-in several ways. consider, for instance, its verb tenses andaspects' ("Tense" refers to WHEN an event occurs/ e.g. present or past/and "aspect,, to HOw it- occurs, e.g. habituaffy'or'rJr.i"iVhen ToniMorrison referred to the ,,five pr.r.rrti"rres,, of Ebonics, she didn,t give

11amnles,-but it is probabry.rr"g", rike these-each one different fromSE-which she had in mind:

1 . Present progressive: He O runnin. ( : SE ,,He is running,, or ,,He,s
running.,,)

2. Present habitual progressive: He be runnin. (:SE ,,FIe is usuallyrunning.,,)
3. Present intensive habitual progressive; He be steady runnin.(:SE "He is usually running ir,,i lrt.r.ive, sustained manner.,,)4. Present perfect progressive: He bin runnin. (:SE ,,He has beenrunning.,,)
5. Present perfect progressive with remote inception: He BIN run_nin. (:SE ,,He has been running for a long time, and still is.,,)

The distinction between events which are non-habitual or habitual, rep-resented in 1 and 2 respectively by the non-use or use of an invariantbe form, can only be expressed in SE with adverb, liL. ,,;;;1y.,, Ofcourse, SE can use simple present tense forms (e.g. ,,He .rrrrr;1 f* habit_ual events, but then the 
-meaning of an o.rgnirrg or progressive actionsignalled by the ,,-ing, suffix is lo.i. Not. too th.rt bin ini i, ,_rtr.rr.a,while B1N in 5 is stressed. The former can usually bc understood by non-Ebonics speakers as equivalent to ,,has been,, with thc ,,has,, deleted,but the stressed BIN foim can be tualy -orrrclcrstoocl. years ago, I pre_sented the Ebonics sentence ,,She BIN marriecl,, t,, t*.riy_iirJ Wnr,.,and twenty {ive Blacks from variou, prrt, of thc [JS, ,.rinrk.d,h"_,individually, if they understood tt " rp.rt., t. hc still ,rarried or not_

Wltrlr' ;rlrrrost ;rll tlrl lllrtlha (,1, rrr 'r t,'li,l s;ritl "Ycs," orrly ;r tltirtl ol the
wlttlt's (l'i, rrr ,1.t,'2,)igrrvt. llti'i r rnr.r I .ln:iw(.r'. lrr lt'rrl lilc, rr rnisconstrr-tal 9{
Ilrrs tvpc torrltl lrr tlrsirslrorr,,r

()l(, so il's no1 iusl sl.rtrli, lrrrt rut English dialect, sharing a lot with
ollrt'r' lirrglish varictics, llul witlr some pretty distinctive {eatures of its
rrwrt. Wlrrrt of charactcrizatirlns of Ebonics as "lazy" English, as though it
wcrc thc rcsult of snoozing in a hammock on a Sunday afternoon, or the
corlscclucnces of not knowing or caring about the rules of "ptope{'
linglish? Well, if you remember the linguistics principle that all
lrrnguagcs are rule-governed, you'Il probably be ready to reject these char-
rrcterizations as a matter of general principle, but you can also challenge
them on specific grounds.

One problem with statements like these is that they fail to recognize
that most of the "rules" we follow in using language are below the level
of consc,iousness, unlike the rules that we're taught in grammar bool<s or
at school. Take for instance, English plurals. Although grammar books
tell us that you add "s" to a word to form a regular English plural, as in
"cats" and "dogs," that's only true for writing. (Let's ignore words that
end in s-lil<e sounds, like "boss," which add "-es," and irregular plurals
Iike "children.") In speech, what we actually add in the case of " cat" rs an
[s] sound, and in the case of " dog" we add [z]. (Linguists use square brack-
ets to represent how words are pronounced rather than how they are
spelled.) The difference is that [s] is voiceless, with the vocal cords in the
larynx or voice box in our throats (the Adams apple) spread apart, and
thatlzl is voiced, with the vocal cords held closely together and noisily
vibrating. You can hear the di{ference quite dramatically if you put your
fingers in your ears and produce a "ssss" sequence followed by a "zzzz"
sequence {ollowed by a "ssss" sequence: sssszzzzssss. Everytime you
switch to "zzzz" your voice box switches on (voiced), and everytime
you switch to "ssss" your voice box switches o{f (voiceless). Now, how do
you know whether to add [s] or [z] to form a plural when you're speaking?
Easy. If the word ends in a voiceless consonant/ lTke " t," add voiceless [s].
If the word ends in a voiced consonant, like " g," add voiced [z]. Since all
vowels are voiced, i{ the word ends in a vowel, like "tree," add [z].
Because we spell both plural endings with "s," we're not aware that
English speakers make this systematic difference every day, and I'll bet
your English teacher never tolcl you about "voiced" [z] arrd "voiceless"
[s]. But you follow the "rules" {or r-rsing them an),.way, and anyone who
didn't-for instance, someone who said "bookfz)" -would strike an
English speaker as sounding funny.

One reason people might rcg:rrul [,bonics as "lazy English" is its ten-
dency to omit word-final cons()ninrts, especially if they come after
another consonant/ as in "tes(t)" rrntl "han(d)." But if one were just being
lazy or cussed or both, why not rrlso lcave out the final consonant in a

word like "parrt"? This is NOT pt.rrnitted in Ebonics, and the reason
(building on your newly acclrrirt.tl l<rrowledge about voicing) is that



lilr.tti.s tlrrt.r,.1 ;tll.w tltt,rlelell,tt.f 1f1,.,,,.,,rrl r irlr,ir)r,rrl ,t ,r w.rrlItr;tl sr.t;rt,rr.t.rrrlt.ss lrrrrlr r r,,,,,,,;;,;;,;.,.rrr .1rl1r r \,,rr (,1(.,,r,,.*, wrrlr ,,r,r,,,,l v,icrcrl, lrs wrllr ,,tttl.,, ltt llr. r,r,,, ,,1 l,,rrr. rlrr. lrrr,rl ,, 1;, r, v.it,,,lt.ss,but thc prcccrli,g ,_,n,, it V,tr.r,rl N,,t ,,trl' r,; llr.t,(.r; fiy:il(,,tlttt(. l,following this rLrlc, l.rut cvt.rr ,,,, ,.'r,, ,,,1iL. ,, 

^in),,, 
;;;";;do,J;; 
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lX?:i-*:iJ*1"':::i:; *'l*" "' ',, r,. 1, *,,, ii,r) rcs.rraritv

;:Iff,'*1""i""p."r.",, r"il;;;ii;;;:::i;-;,lli'liii];ilili,llilil'itii:i
Talking about native speakers naturarly brings up the question ofwho speaks Ebonics. If _" ;;;r'ir! .r ail the ways in which thcpronunciation or srammar of Ebonics differs fr^o3ild;iiai'*. proba,lycouldn'r find anvone who uses;li;;.- fio%.ofthe time. There iscertainly no gene that predispor.r or.. io ,p"rt Ebonics, so while its fea-tures are found most commonly among African a_"rl.r, speakers("Ebonics" is itself deriv"a fro."-iitJry; ,rra ,,phonics,,, 

meaning ,,Blacksounds,,), not all Africal a_"ri.rrr. ,plak lt. Ebonics features, especiallydistinctive tense-aspect torms rrk. tho'ri-i., .rr-ples l-5 above, are morccommon among working class than among middie class s;;;k;rr, amongadolescents than amongirr. -iaJi. ,*.a, and in informar contexts (a con-
;T:ft:lrilJlffi:"") rather than rlrmar '""' d;;;;;,i""r,,,"r,) n.
mentand.o"i,r,,"iTll!:{ffi ,,j""lr"f Xi,":!*jr;,n:::;"**:*;conditions forging dialectsi, ,"d n;;;l;;il result of differences in identifi-cation' Lawyers and doctors ,"a ,rr.ir-rLilies have more contact thanblue collar workers and, the ;;ili;;jto *ith standard Engrish speak-ers, in their schooling, their *ort 

"rri*ir"rr,r, and their neighborhoods.Moreover, working 
"Irrr rp.uk"t- r"[ ra"res_cents in particular, oftenembrace Ebonics features n, -rrr..r, of gL.k identity, whire middie classspeakers fin public at least), ,""aro 

"r"ti# ,n._.What about Whites rra o*", 
"it "i" g-rprl Some Ebonics pronun-ciations and grammaticar feature" rr. ,'t'rotrornd among other vernacularvarieties of English, especially sorth"r, wf,i,. di;i;;;"r;_r", 

"f 
whichhave been significantl11"rg."".a rr;;; ;"r", concentration of AfricanAmericans in the South- s"t 

"ih.r'r;""ics features, including copulaabsence, habitual be, and,r.rror. ailr ;;;'r^r"ror non-existenr in whitcvernaculars' when it--comes to ,rocabulary, the situation is different.Partly through the influenc" .lrr;;;Jir* n", music, a lot of AfricanAmerican slang has "crossed ;J;;;;tes and 
",rr., .irrri" groups,particularly among thc young and the ,,hip,, (derived from wolof hipi,,bcaware"). Expressions.l]1." ** fi", f;rilpping palms in agreement orcongratulation") arcr wrtassup? rr. *'*-i-JJ.pread in American criscourscthat many peoplc i,,r't realiie ,!.r"rigilrrted in the African Arncric:r,community. Tlris is :rlso true of oldla 

"J"-Jr.rg words lil<c /orr, l,,cttry,,,derived front l(ongo _tota, Swahili _tutal." 
"

llv tlrr:, l)orll, r,ontl r',rlr r ,,1 tlrr,,.rltllr'rrrtlilrl Irt'lrrtrrurl',. ll's orrc
tlrrrrli trr l;tll<:tlrottl llr,',lr,,rurr rr\, rrr',,:,.1n(l rr'lirrl,ttity ol lrllorrics;utcl its
v,tltrr':ts;l nliul(('r ol lll,rr l, r,l, rtrtr' ,rrrtl luIr11'5;5, yorr nright siry, but clon't
lrrrlgrrisls rertlizc tllrtl tr(,rr,,l.nr,l,rr,l tlrrrlccts rrrc stignr:rtized in the larger
sot it'ty, rurtl thirt lilrorrrlr, :,1)r'.rl(('rs wlro crlnnot shift to SE are less likely
lo tltr wcll irr school ;rrrtl ,rrr llrt'1oh front? Well, yes" As t.helanuary 1997
l,SA rcsolution er.nplr:rsizctl, "there are benefits in accluiring Standard
Irrrglisl.r." lJut there is cxperimental evidence both from the United States
;rrrtl Eunrpe that the goal of mastering the standard language might be bet-
tt'r achicved by approaches that take students'vernaculars into account
,rrrrl tczrch them explicitly to bridge the gap to the standard than by con-
vcntional approaches which ignore the vernacular altogether. (Most
t:onventional approaches show a shockingly poor sucCess rate/ I should
;rdcl.) To give only one example: At Aurora University, outside Chicago,
African American inner-city students taught by a Contrastive Analysis
;rpproach in which SE and Ebonics {eatures were systematically con-
trastcd through explicit instruction and drills showed a 59"/" REDUC-
I'ION in their use of Ebonics features in their SE writing after eleven
weeks, while a control group taught by conventional methods showed an
li.5% INCREASE in such features. Despite ambiguities in their original
wording, what the Oakland school board essentially wanted to do is help
thcir students increase their mastery of SE and c1o better in school
through an extension of the Standard English Proficiency program, a
contrastive analysis approach widely used in California and already in
trsc in some Oakland schools. It was considerations like these that led
thc Linguistic Society of America to endorse the Oakland proposal as

" linguistically and pedagogically sound."
Let us turn now to the issue of the origins of Ehonics, on which there

rs rluch less agreement among linguists. The Oakland rescllution referred
to the influence o{ West African languages as the source of Ebonics'
tlistinctive features, and as one reason for its recognition. The African
:lncestors of today's A{rican Americans came to America mostly as

slaves, and mostly between 1619 and 1808, when the slave trade offi-
cially ended. Like the {orebears of many other Americans, these waves of
African "immigrants" spoke languages other than English. Their lan-
,rjuzlges were from the Niger-Congo language family, especially the West
Atlantic, Mande and Kwa sul'rgroups spoken frorn Senegal and Gambia
to the Cameroons (e.g. Wolof, Mandingo, Twi, Ewe, Yoruba, trgbo), and
tlrc Bantu subgroup spol<crr ftrrthcr south (e.g. Kimbundu, lJmbundu,
l(ongo). Arriving in an Amcric:ur nrilicn in which English was dominant,
thc slaves learned English. llut how rlrricl<ly and completely they did so,
;rrrcl with how much ir.rflrrcrrtt'lroru tlrcir African languages, are matters
ol rlispute.

Onevicw,thcAfroccrrttir'rrt l;||rrroIirr1,,rristicvicw,isthatmostof the
tlistinctivc prrtnttrrciatiott ;rttr.l |,rinnnr.rlr(;rl l('ir(rrrt:s ol [ibonics represent
trillrslcrs ()l ('()rrtirtrritit's lrorrr Aln(,r, ';rnt t' Wt'sl A[rit:rns rrr:cpriring
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llrrlilrslr,t:r sl;tVt's r(':ilnt( lln(,rl ll ,l r lt,li'tl,t,r tlr, lr,rltr'ut,, ()l Nt1,,t.t ('orri,,,r
litttgtt:t1it's. ( )rr tlrrs vt('w, lil)(,ntlnlrrrlltll,, i'r,r,llrrr.rl( or:ior:1rl ('11:rl('1;

1"1't,ts"'lan(l ontits lirrl<irrg vt.rl,r, lrlr /i,rr,l ,tr, \ I lr,r) lr.r|rIy") lrt,trrrrst.
these featurcs arc gcltcrally ;tlrst'rr( lrilrrr l.Jrtir r ( ilil1,() l:rrliu;tli(.s, iilr(l
Ebonics creatcs vcrbal fomrs lil<t'lr;rlrrlrr;rl /,, .urrl t(.nrott. IllN lrccrrrrst:
these tense-aspect categorics :lrc l)r('s('nl rrr Nr.lit.r ('.rr1,,. l:rrrgr.ragcs.
However, most Afrocentrists don't spcci[y tlrc P;rrl lt.rrl;rr Wcst Africatr
languages and examples which support thcir argrunclrt, alxl given thc
wide array of languages in the Niger-congo family, s,nc historically sig-
nificant Niger-congo languages don't support them. For instance, whilc
Yoruba does indeed lack a linking verb like is for some adjectival c.n-
structions, it has another linking verb rl for other adjectives, and sIX
other linking verbs for non-adjectival constructions where English would
use rs or are. Moreover, features like consonant cluster simplification are
also found among other English vernaculars (for instance, in England)
which had little or no west A{rican influence, and this weakens the
Afrocentric argument. Many linguists acknowledge continuing African
influcnccs in some Ebonics and American English words (direct loans like
i rrTr ;rr.rrl tote were cited earlier, and we can add to these loan-translations
ol' Wcst Af rican concepts into English words, as with cut-eye ,,a glance of
rlcrision or disgust"). But when it comes to Ebonics pronunciation and
grrurlrnrlr, tl.rcy want morc specific proof.

A sccond view, the Eurocentric or dialectologist view, is that African
slaves learned English from white settlers, and that they did so relatively
quickly and success{ully, with little continuing influence from their
African linguistic heritage. vernacular or non-SE features of Ebonics,
including consonant cluster simplification and habitual be, are seen as
transfers from vernacular dialects spoken by colonial Eng1ish, Irish, or
Scotch Irish settlers/ many of whom were indentured servants, or as
features which developed in the 20th century, atter African Americans
became more isolated in urban ghettoes. (Habitual be appears to be com-
moner in urban than in rural areas.) However, as with Afrocentric argu-
ments, we still don't have enough details of the putative source features
in British and settler English varieties, and crucial Ebonics features like
the absence of linking is appear to be rare or non-existent in them, so
they're unlikely to have been the source. Moreover, even with relatively
low proportions of Blacks to whites in the early colonial period, and thc
fact that they worked alongside each other in households and fielcls,
particularly in the North, the assumption that slaves rapidly and succcss-
fully acquired the dialects of the whites around them requires a rosicr
view of their social relations and interactions than tl.rc histrlrical rccord
and contemporary evidence suggest.

A third view, the Creolist view, is that nrrr rry A lt.it.;r rr s l;rvt's, in actlu ir-
ing English, developed a simplificcl fusi<xr o[ tirrlilislr ;rrrr I A lr rt ;rrr lrrr.rl;urrgcs
which linguists call a pitlgirt or crcolt:,;rrrrl llrirl llrr.r rrrllrrr.rrt:r:tl tht'

:,rrlr:,ttItctrl ,1,'1,.1,,Inrt,ttl ul Ilr,,rr,,,\ ltr,l,t,.ttt l:i.l (,()nl,r(lvr.trr;tt.rrl;rr,rtst.tl
lo l;lt llll;ll('( 0lllllltlltl(.lltilil lrr lrr',, rr ',;,r';tl<t t's 0l lwo ()t nl()t(, 1;ttrgr-t:tges.
N:tltvt'l() It()n(.ol rlr;:;Pr,,tl,r r,,, ,r l,r,llrrr rs it nllx(,(l l;trtgrritgc, it'tcrtrporating
t'lcnrt'rrts ol its trst'rs'u.rrr\/r'l.urrIr.r1i,.s, rrntl it is rrlso l-ras er less complex
l',ri[ililrilr irntl rr sntrtllcr vot.rlrrrl;rry tlr;rrr its inpLrt languagcs. A cteole, as
trrrtlition;rlly clcfinctl, is rr prtlliirr wlrich has becclrne the prirnary or native
l;rrrgurrgc of its users (c.g. thc chilclren of pidgin speakers), expanding its
vocrrbulzrry and gramrnatical machinery in the process/ but still remaining
sirnplcr than the original language inputs in sorne respects. Most creoles/
lrrr instance, don't use inflectional suffixes to mark tense (,,he wall<ed,,l,
plurality ("boys") or possession ("John's house,,).

Where are creoles common? All over the worl{, but particularly
,n the islands of the caribbean and the Pacific, where large plantations
hror-rght together huge groups of slaves or indentured laborers, speaking
vrrrious ethnic languages, and smaller groups of colonizers and settlers
whose European languages (English, French, Dutch) the former had to
lcarn. Under such condltions, with minimal access to European speakers,
nr:w restructured varieties like llaitian Creole French and iamaican
( lreole English arose. These do show African in{luence, as the A{rocentric
thcory would predict, but where the patterns of various A{rican lan-
.qlrages were conflicting, the Creolist theory would provide for elimina-
tion or simplification of more complex alternatives, like the seven
linking verbs of Yoruba re{erred to above. within the united States, one
well-established English creole is Gullah, spoken on the Sea Islands
,rff the coast o{ South carolina and Georgia, where Blacks constituted
fiO% to 9O% of the local population in places. When I did research on one
.f the South carolina Sea Islands some years ago, I recorded the follow-
ing creole sentences/ much like what one would hear in Caribbean
t lrcole English today:

6. E.M. run an gone to Suzre house. (:SE "EM went running to
Suzie's house.")

7. But I does go to see people when they A sick. ( : SE "But I usually
go to see people when they are sick.")

8. De mill bin to Bluffton dem time. (:SE "The mill was in
Bluffton in those days.")

Note the characteristically creole absence of past tense and possessive
inflections in 6, the absence of linking verb are and the presence of
trrrstressed habitual does rn 7 , and the use of unstresse d bin for past and
rlcnt time (without s, but with plrrralizing dem) in B.

What about creole clrigins lirr lll'ror.rics? One way in which creole
spccch might have been introiltrr:ctl to nrany of the American colonies
rs through the large nurnbcrs ol slrrvt's wh, wcrc irnported in the rTth
:rnd 18th ccntLrrics fror.n (}rrilrlrt';rrr t olonit.s lil<c frrmaica and Barbados
wlrcrc crcolt's tlt'lirtitcly tlitl rlt'vt'1,,1,. Sorrrt'ol tlrosc who came directly



It,rtt Altl('ir !r,rv;rlr.rrl1,1y1, hrrrllght *lllt tltt.ttr rlrlliir,i (,r (.r{,(,lt,r,,"vlrrr.lrrh.vt,l,rlrr',1 .rr,,rrr,l Wr.,,r r\1,,, ,;;;;.,,,;;;' ,,,,, A1,,1,,11,,r, ,.r)rr(, ,,,.,,1,1v;,t(.lt(.s trlr;lrl lr.rrr w,.ll l.,,r\\ rr I r,, lrl,, r ,rrllrir rrrr..ilrl lr.rv. tlt.v,,loPctl orr Arrrt'rit;rrr soir. wrull rlr, 1,,,,, ,,1 ,,,, ,,,r rlr,r r,,, rrr trrt.rot..rr 1ro1rulatitlu tttight ltirvc l)ccll t()(, l,,ru ,', , t,,,t, ,,,,,rr' N(.\\, l.rr,1il:rrrtl ltrrtlMiddle Colonics frlr,crc.lcs. t,, r.1,.v,,1,',1,{-1 ,,,, .rrr,l ,,,. r(,:,1)(,(.lrvr.ly, c.,r,paredwith 50"/" tor97:i"thc c:rrly tl,r,il,l,,,,r,r), tlrr.y wt.rt. lrililtcr iu r"hcSouth (40% overall, 6ry, insoutrr car.ii,rr1, *t,"," rrrt.rrrr,<,f thc,lacr<population in America was concen,rrr.a. Thcrc arc als. .bscrvati<l.sfrom travelers and commentators through the centuries ;; ;1".k spccchbeing different from White ,p"..i f"."ii, ,fr. Erro""rrtri. ,I.l"rrin;, ,n,trepeated textual attestations of-Black rp"".h with creole-like featurcs.Even today, certain f."r:r:: of Ebonics,lif." tfr* ,t ."rr.. oi tirrt ing is a,clarel are widespread in Gulrah and caribbean Engrish creoles, whilc rarcor nonexistent in British dialects.
My own view, perhaps eviclent from thc preceding, is that the creolisthypothesis rnost neatly i.r.nrporr,.r rfr."ri."rr',l* of-.th. ort 

"r-frypotf,"_ses' while avoiding their weain"rr"r" sriilrere is no current consensusamong linguists on the origins issue, a,d rcsearch frorn these co-p.tingperspectives is proceedi,g-at {ever pitcrr. one of the spinoffs of this ki,dof research is the right it sheds ." ;;;;;r;f Arnerican historv which wcmight not otherwise consicrer. wt nt*.r tt 
" 

rirrrt r"rut.r,iu, oithe originsissue, we should not forget that linguists?ror, ,ir,.,rlly all points of viewagree on the systematicity of Ebo"llr, urrJo, tt . pot"rrtlni-r-Jr" of trkirrs
ll#ff;:Hil:'*fi,"L1s^.t^t"-""'.-:';; to rearl an<r write rhat posi-

leads us. 
ngulsts as unorthodox, but that is where our science

FOR DISCUSSION AND REVIEW
I ' I)rrlcss,r l{icr<f.rcl identifies three principles guiding the study o{l:rngrrrrgc. What arc they?
?- Acc.rtli.g to Rickforcr, what are some differences between slang andrr rlialcctl Can you think of oth"rrl---- 

*'

']' Is Ebonics a separate language from English or a dialect of English?4' on what d.es professor Rickford brr.-hr, craim that Ebonics is notiust "7azy English',? why do -" ,ro, ,""ogrir" the rures of Ebonicsgrammar?

5' 
Yhal are some phonological.comparisons Rickford mal<es betweenEbonics and other varieties of f"gilrfri

6' Explain the Afrocentric or Ethnolinguistic vicw of the distinctivefeatures of Ebonics. Explain tt . frrroJortric vicw.

9.

Wlrytlot'sl)lttlr's:in, lllrl'l,,r,l,,r,l,l,,rrltlrr'(ltt'olist vit'wrtri;rrrlirrlitlrt'
rlcvcloprnt'rrl ol lllrotrtr .,,'

I)rofcssor l{it:l<lortl !v.r:, r)n(.ol llre rccognizcd expert linguists who
spol<c in supl)()r'l ol tlrr.():rl<lrrncl Resolution that Ebonics was a
drstinct, "systcnric ancl rulc,governed" variety of English. Despitc
slrch support/ a strong negative response arose in the media and
much o{ the public appeared to be unconvinced. Would staternents
by linguists matter to you in determining language status? Why, or
why not?

How does the Ebonics controversy demonstrate that the idea of
language has political and social dimensions?
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